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Sense  with  Sympathy 


lo  the  Editor:  Six  years’  work  among 
the  blind  has  convinced  me  that  these 
people  suffer  almost  as  much  from 
the  short-sighted  attitude  of  the  seeing 
as  from  their  own  blindness.  Some  peo¬ 
ple  are  surprised  to  learn  that  most 
of  the  blind  are  able  to  dress  themselves 
unaided  and  even  to  help  around  the 
house;  they  are  downright  skeptical 
when  told  that  certain  exceptional 
blind  persons  successfully  compete  with 
sighted  folk  in  many  types  of  skilled 
work  and  in  the  professions.  There  are 
those,  on  the  other  hand,  that  labor 
under  the  impression  that  blindness 
ipso  facto  results  in  greater  acuity  of 
hearing  and  of  touch  and  smell,  and  in 
a  supernatural  “sixth”  sense  which  the 
blind  use  in  an  “uncanny”  way.  I  have 
heard  both  opinions  expressed  by  peo- 


pie  who  ought  to  know  better. 

The  truth  is  that  while  s^me  of  the 
blind  are  unable  to  master  any  kind  of 
remunerative  work,  most  of  those  un¬ 
encumbered  by  an  additional  handicap 
can  be  trained  to  become  self-support¬ 
ing  in  a  relatively  wide  range  of  occu¬ 
pations.  To  accomplish  this  two  things 
are  necessary:  schools  where  blind 
youths  can  receive  adequate  training, 
and  welfare  agencies  able  to  win  for 
the  capable  and  well-trained  blind  an 
intelligently  sympathetic  hearing  with 
the  general  public  and  an  opportunity 
to  work  for  their  living.  Instead  we 
have  schools  that  still  stress  academic 
courses  at  the  expense  of  vocational 
training  and  welfare  agencies  that  null¬ 
ify  such  efforts  as  they  make  to  place 
the  blind  in  industry  by  their  periodic 
appeals  for  funds  in  which  they  play 
up  the  “helplessness”  of  the  blind. 

These  schools  and  agencies  stultify 
their  position  still  further.  Well-recom¬ 
mended  blind  college  graduates,  capable 
of  teaching  in  schools  for  the  blind  or 
of  doing  administrative  work  in  agen¬ 
cies  for  the  blind,  are  dependent  on 
relief  or  on  their  families,  while  these 
schools  and  agencies  are  staffed  for  the 
most  part  with  sighted  people  who 
could  find  employment  elsewhere.  Last 
year  a  large  agency  for  the  blind  sup¬ 
planted  a  blind  executive  by  a  sighted 
one.  Three  months  ago  an  official  of  a 
national  organization  for  the  blind  told 
me  that  a  position  then  vacant  (and  for 
which  I  was  not  a  candidate)  would  be 
filled  by  a  sighted  person.  The  same 
tendency  prevails  in  practically  all  the 
schools  and  agencies  for  the  blind. 

The  first  step  toward  ending  the  era 
of  sentimentality,  confusion  and  nepot¬ 


ism  in  organized  work  for  the  blind 
was  the  enactment  of  the  Randolph- 
Sheppard  law  by  the  last  Congress. 
Under  its  provisions  the  U.  S.  Office 
of  Education  will  make  a  thorough 
study  of  employment  opportunities  for 
the  blind  with  a  view  to  opening  new 
fields  of  occupation.  A  concrete  result 
of  this  law  has  been  to  permit  blind  per¬ 
sons  to  operate  news,  candy  and  cigar 
stands  in  federal  buildings.  An  unin¬ 
tentional,  though  deserved,  rebuke  to 
schools  and  welfare  agencies  for  the  : 
blind,  is  the  provision  that  half  of  the  1 
executive  staff  to  administer  this  law 
must  be  blind.  The  success  of  this 
measure,  however,  will  depend  to  a  high 
degree  on  the  cooperation  given  it  by 
the  social  workers  of  the  country. 

Harry  J.  Brevis 

Chaplain  to  the  Blind 

New  York  Board  of  Jewish  Ministers 
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